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Abstract 
In the last years there has been a considerable amount of research into visual rhetoric in advertising, with a special focus on
visual metaphor. Taxonomies of visual rhetoric (e.g. Phillips & McQuarrie, 2004) deal with the structural, the conceptual and the 
pragmatic aspects of visual rhetoric. The majority rely on structural and conceptual categories in deciding on the rhetorical nature 
of ads. However, visual rhetoric also operates at the level of perception (Maes & Shilperoord, 2008). The aim of this paper is to 
show that the rhetorical nature of visuals in advertising is based on a combination of formal and conceptual or perceptual 
features.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years visual rhetoric in advertising has been a research focus in the field of consumer research 
communication and cognitive linguistics. A substantial number of investigations focus on visual metaphor (e.g. 
Forceville, 1996, 2008; Phillips, 2003). Several models have been developed for the analysis of visual rhetorical 
figures in terms of their formal and conceptual features. Most models highlight the importance of the objects’ mode 
of representation. In this light, a range of categories of visual structure have been proposed in the literature (e.g 
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Phillips & McQuarrie, 2004; Maes & Shilperoord, 2008; Gziouzepas & Hogg, 2011).  Phillips and McQuarrie 
(2004: 116), for example, distinguish three types of visual structure in advertising: a) yuxtaposition, where both 
image elements are present; b) fusion, where the visual objects are partially pictured; and c) replacement, where the 
element present calls to mind an absent object and some context is given to help consumers construct the missing 
image. 
The taxonomies of visual rhetoric cut across a further dimension, namely the conceptual categories (connection 
or similarity) that trigger the message. In this sense, we follow Maes and Shilperoord (2008) in that visual rhetoric 
also operates at the level of perception, so that the conceptual similarity between the product and an object or the 
conceptualization of the product in terms of another object is grounded on perceptual features. The visual objects are 
frequently similar at a surface level such as appearance. In line with this, the aim of this paper is to show that the 
rhetorical nature of visuals in ads is based on the combination of formal and conceptual or perceptual features 
through a small corpus-based analysis.    
2. Sample analysis    
2.1.  Methodology 
Given the space limitations, a small sample of ten ads was drawn from the website adsoftheworld.com, which 
contains a large archive of campaigns from around the world and allows downloading materials freely. Of the four 
search criteria (‘Media’, ‘Country’, ‘Region’ and ‘Industry’), we selected ‘Print’ as a subcategory of ‘Media’. The 
search for print ads based on the ‘Print Media’-criterion resulted in a population of 40,854 units, from which we 
selected a subset of 10 units. As a sampling technique, we used systematic random sampling according to Neuendorf 
(2002: 85), where every xth unit is selected, beginning with a random start between 1 and x. For establishing the 
random start, we used the Research Randomizer (http://www.randomizer.org/form.htm).   
2.2. Results and discussion  
The analysis of the ten ads yields two findings: (1) they are all cases of visual rhetoric; (2) their rhetorical nature 
is grounded on structural and conceptual or perceptual features. In structural terms, they are mostly yuxtaposition 
visuals based on the relationship of similarity between the image elements. Most interestingly, the similarity is not 
always grounded on the conceptual level, as most models of visual rhetoric claim, but may have a perceptual basis. 
It is the case of the first four ads. The yuxtaposition of the source (a woman) and the target (the cream biscuits) 
found in the first ad (figure 1) shows that they share two perceptual properties, i.e. shape and colour, which trigger 
the associative relation between them. The face and the biscuits are round and display a similar pink-white pattern 
roughly representing the biscuits’ ingredients (strawberry and milk, respectively).  
                                                  Fig. 1. Ad for Cremica twin cream biscuits. 
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Similarly, the yuxtaposition of the visual objects in the second ad (figure 2) reveals a common attributive feature. 
The source is a man with a big mouth, and the target is the product advertised, i.e.  the Pampaverde Extra Big 
hamburger. There is a relevant pictorial detail: the man has an animal-like mouth; which is just as big as the 
hamburger. This connection increases the salience of the perceptual feature ‘size’, which provides the link between 
the two objects.  
                                                 Fig. 2. Ad for the Pampaverde Extra Big burger. 
In much the same way, the image of the ad for mybody gyms (figure 3) invites us to construe a perceptual 
similarity between the visual elements on the basis of size. We see a pair of elephants (the source object) and a 
human pair (mother and child). Apparently there is no connection between the yuxtaposed images. However, on 
closer analysis, a surface similarity shows: the woman is fat. Big size is translated in the target domain into 
overweight. Because of the surface similarity between the two images, we can construct the similarity comparison 
which serves as a link with the product.  
                                                             Fig. 3. Ad for mybody gyms. 
The last case of visual rhetoric operating at the perceptual level is illustrated by the image of   the ad for Gold 
Strong beer (figure 4), which depicts an anvil (the source object) and a can of Gold beer (the target).  Apparently, 
the analogy between the two elements is verbally cued by the caption strong but smooth, which generates a 
connection between them, with strength and smoothness obviously being the mappable features. Nonetheless, the 
mapping has a perceptual basis inasmuch as the feature ‘smooth’ is visually represented by the golden surface. In 
addition, perceptual similarity is strengthened by the colour of both objects. 
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                                                    Fig. 4. Ad for Gold Strong Beer. 
The rhetorical character of the other ads in the sample relies on conceptual characteristics.  There are three 
possibilities: (i) there is a conceptual similarity between the two visual objects generated by the mapping of specific 
properties from the source to the target (ads 5, 6 and 7); (ii) the target object is conceptualized in terms of the source 
object (ads 8, 9 and 10).  
In the ad for the Mercedes car brand (figure 5) it is the property ‘straight’ that is transferred from the source (a 
needle) to the target (a Mercedes car), as indicated by the text, No deviation. The ad’s intended message (i.e. 
Mercedes cars enable consumers to drive straight) is based on this conceptual similarity. 
                                            Fig. 5. Ad for the Mercedes Benz car brand. 
In the next ad (figure 6) ‘adaptable size’ is the property transferred from the source (a roll of tinfoil) to the target 
(a Wolkswagen delivery truck). The truck is superimposed on the tinfoil, the ad thus being a case of fusion. The 
conceptual mapping renders the following interpretation: You can buy a Wolkswagen delivery truck in different 
sizes in the same way as you can cut out pieces of tinfoil of different sizes.         
                                               Fig. 6. Ad for Wolkswagen delivery trucks. 
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The conceptual similarity between the two visual objects may be based on the mapping of categorical properties, 
as exemplified by the ad for Liquifruit orange juice (figure 7). The target, represented in part by a straw, is depicted 
below the source, an orange. The ad, which is a case of the so-called real-thing ads (Maes & Shilperoord, 2008, p. 
240), is related to a category of things and the message it communicates is basically the same: the product is like the 
real thing; in this case the position of the two objects and the legend (Nothing but fruit) generate the message that 
Liquifuit is like an orange. Only one categorical property of the object is relevant here: the fact that an orange is the 
most prototypical member of the category of orange-like things. This means that the product is claimed to belong to 
the category of the thing it is made of. 
                                                            Fig. 7. Ad for Liquifruit. 
The ads in figures 8, 9 and 10 illustrate the conceptualization of a complex or abstract entity in terms of a 
concrete one.  This accounts for their structure: they are all visuals of replacement.  The images shown in figures 8 
and 9 reflect the conceptualization of an event in terms of something more immediate. The ad in figure 8 promotes 
the Israel Business Conference. The reader is confronted with a view of the Conference as a challenge, as 
manifested in the picture of a knight touching the numbers of the year when the conference will be held with his 
sword. Since events are difficult to represent visually, the advertiser chooses to compare it with a joust. The image 
activates a schema, which consists of schematic elements such as participants, events and attributes. These 
components are related to each other via relations of contiguity (thematic, causal, spatial, temporal, and so on). The 
depicted entity relates to the schema as a part relates to a whole. Reconstructing the meaning of the ad proceeds by 
mapping these schema elements and relations to the target domain: Conference participants = knights, discussing = 
fighting, trophy = agreement reached, which yields schema-relevant inferences (i.e. by attending the Israel Business 
Conference participants are facing a challenge). The schema invites the reader to map relevant attributes and 
relations from the source to the target (i.e. the Conference is a challenge in the same way as a joust), which are 
echoed in the copy: Prepare for the challenge. 
                                             Fig. 8. Ad for the 2011 Israel Business Conference.  
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The ad in figure 9 represents the event of being killed in a car crash through the source image of a dented number 
plate on a road.  Strikingly, the visual aims to promote careful driving by demonstrating the negative effect of 
reckless driving.  
                                                           Fig. 9. Ad for TRANSITOAMIGO. 
On the other hand, the ad in figure 10 promotes an abstract entity, namely a charity organization.  The image of 
the pipes with two words above and below them, together with the text Lives can be arranged when we care, invites 
us to infer an analogy between the pipes and life. Conceptually the image is a case of domestication (El Refaie 2003: 
88), which involves making an abstract entity (i.e. life) tangible through the visual image (pipes). As El Refaie 
remarks, abstract entities cannot be depicted without the mediation of symbols or metaphors. In this sense, the ad 
shows that visuals can be successfully employed to represent abstract concepts or entities.   
                                               Fig. 10. Ad for Beyond Social Services. 
It is worth mentioning that the image encodes the metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY. This metaphor is motivated 
by the PATH schema, an image schema that involves metaphorical movement from place to place (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1980). Image schemas are cognitive mechanisms grounded on our bodily experience that give structure to 
a range of cognitive domains. They play an essential role in the construction of metaphor. The structural elements of 
the PATH schema (see Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1987, 1989) are a starting point, an end point, and a direction. 
Mapped features include the following: 
x The starting point is the gangster period. 
x The destination is the sergeant period 
As we see, the mapped features reveal the underlying PLACE IS TIME. On the formal level, the ad is an instance 
of replacement: the source is expressed visually, whereas the target is implied through the verbal context. 
Interestingly, the words in the image allow for the correct interpretation of the ad. They identify a man (Teng) in two 
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stages in his life, when he was a teen gansgter (the words above the pipes) and when he became sergeant Teng (the 
words below the pipes). Vertical orientation thus represents chronology. The shift from one stage to the other is 
made possible through a different arrangement of the letters connected by the pipes, since ‘teen gangster’ and 
sergeant Teng’ contain identical letters combined in a different way. This visual detail backs up the verbal element, 
suggesting that someone’s life can change (for the better) just as the order of word letters can be changed.   
3. Conclusion 
The models of visual rhetoric in advertising developed in the last years postulate that visual figures can be 
effectively differentiated in terms of their visual structure and defined in terms of the meaning operation required to 
comprehend the image. They thus involve structural and conceptual considerations. On the one hand, the two visual 
objects can be visually represented in different ways (namely, yuxtaposition, fusion and replacement). On the other 
hand, cases of visual rhetoric are based on conceptual grounds. The image invites the viewer to establish a 
conceptual relationship of similarity between the source object and the target object or to conceptualize the target in 
terms of the source. This paper has sought to highlight the role of perceptual features in determining the rhetorical 
nature of images in advertising.  In this light, our analysis suggests that the rhetorical nature of ads is based on 
structural and conceptual or perceptual features. Thus the similarity between the image elements is not always 
established at the conceptual level; sometimes it may operate at the level of perception. 
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